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Executive Summary  
 

A.  About the Delta Regional Authority 

Established by Congress in 2000, the Delta Regional Authority (DRA) works to improve 

regional economic opportunity through strategic investments to create jobs, build 

communities and improve the lives of the 10 million who reside in the 252 counties and 

parishes of the eight-state Delta region.   

The DRA supports job creation and economic development through innovative approaches 

to growing local and regional leadership, increasing access to quality healthcare and 

boosting opportunities for entrepreneurs to obtain affordable capital.   

¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩ 9ŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ !ǎǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ tǊƻƎǊŀƳ ό{95!tύΣ 5w! ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘǎ 

help to improve transportation and basic public infrastructure and to strengthen workforce 

development systems and local business environments by providing direct funding into 

community-ōŀǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ 5w!Ωǎ ŎƻƴƎǊŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ-mandated 

funding priorities.  Under Federal law, at least 75% of DRA funds must be invested in 

economically-distressed counties and parishes.  Half of these funds are targeted to 

transportation and basic infrastructure improvements.  The remaining funds are directed to 

5w!Ωǎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ƻǊ ǿƻǊƪŦƻǊŎŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ 

focus on entrepreneurship.  

Recognizing that economic development is defined by long-term prosperity and growth, the 

DRA seeks in developing its goals for its third five-year strategic plan (RDP III), to build upon 

the success of existing programs yet also widen the range of current activities with new 

ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǘƻ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ƛƴŦǊŀǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪŦƻǊŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ 

ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎΦ  5w!Ωǎ focus on innovation and resiliency has produced these three 

strategic goals:   
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B.  The DRA in Illinois 

Geography:   

This region can be distinguished from northern and central regions of the State by its warmer 

climate, different mix of crops (including cotton farming in the past), more rugged unglaciated 

topography, as well as small-scale oil deposits and coal mining. 

The Illinois portion of the DRA covers the southern-most 16 counties of the state, which 

represents 11% (6,038 square miles) of LƭƭƛƴƻƛǎΩ land area.  Although this area is small 

geographically compared to other member states, it is vital to the entire region as the northern 

gateway to the Delta.  Two interstate systems pass through Southern Illinois.  I-57 passes 

though the southwestern section of the State and connects Chicago to the north, providing 

easy access to the I-55 corridor which traverses directly through the Delta to New Orleans.   

I-24 passes through the southeastern section of the State and also connects the region to the 

Chicago market with major southern markets such as Nashville, Birmingham and Atlanta.   

I-64 runs east-west along the northern boundary of the Illinois Delta counties and provides 

connections to St. Louis, and Louisville, and beyond.   

Illinois is located at the confluence of the Mississippi and Ohio River systems.  This is the point 

separating the upper and lower Mississippi systems and is the widest point of the entire river.  

As such, Southern Illinois is home to barge operations used to ship goods upstream and 

downstream both waterways.   

While the Delta region in Illinois shares many commonalities, it also is a diverse area.  The Delta 
region is predominantly rural in nature, but within the heart of the region is the more urban 
wƻǳǘŜ мо ŎƻǊǊƛŘƻǊΣ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘŜŘ ŀƴ ά¦ǊōŀƴƛȊŜŘ !ǊŜŀέ ƛƴ нлмнΦ  This area is located along the 
Route 13 corridor with a population of 67,821, just over 1/5th of the 16 county population.  

                                                             
1 Delta Regional Authority Delta Regional Development Plan III 

Goal 1:  Workforce Competitiveness:  Advance the productivity and economic 

competitiveness of the Delta Workforce. 

Dƻŀƭ нΥ  LƴŦǊŀǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΥ  {ǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ 5ŜƭǘŀΩǎ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭΣ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ 

connections to the global economy. 

Goal 3:  Community Competitiveness:  Facilitate local capacity building within Delta 

communities, organizations, businesses and individuals. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cotton
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coal
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Major communities along the Rt. 13 corridor include Cambria, Carbondale, Carterville, Colp, 
Crainville, Energy, Herrin, Marion, and Spillertown.  This area has witnessed the greatest 
amount of growth and prosperity during the past 15 years. 
 

 

Source:  Susan Odum, University of Illinois Extension ERSI Map 

The Department of Commerce and Economic Opportunity (DCEO) is the lead state agency 

responsible for expanding LƭƭƛƴƻƛǎΩ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜ economic position.  Guided by a strong tie to 

local and regional economic development and other organizations, DCEO administers a wide 

range of economic development programs, services and initiatives designed to create and 

retain high value jobs and build strong communities.  DCEO leads the Illinois economic 

development process in partnership with business, local governments, workers and families.  

The following priorities form the foundation of our work:  

 -Create and retain jobs; 
 -Invest in the workforce; 
 -Develop community infrastructure and quality of life;  
 -Build a statewide culture of innovation and entrepreneurship;  
 -Promote energy independence; and 
 -Catalyze growth industries. 
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State priorities for DRA funding correspond to these goals and to the goals of the Delta Regional 
Authority.  Eligible projects include, but are not limited to workforce development and job 
training investments, business development and entrepreneurship; critical public infrastructure 
improvements including broadband and health care access and affordability.   Our strategies 
and goals have been developed to enhance regional investments that will stimulate private 
sector development and investment, workforce development and job creation and retention.    
 

Economy:  The Illinois Delta is predominantly rural and is comprised of primarily sparsely 

populated counties with the Jackson-Williamson metropolitan statistical area.  The economy is 

based on natural resources such as agriculture, mining and oil. The Bureau of Labor Statistics 

reports that in 2014, the Illinois Delta is home to 7,085 businesses with 85,164 employees.   

Businesses with fewer than 100 employers comprise the majority ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ 

establishments.  The Route 13 and I-57 transportation corridors ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀΩǎ major 

business and healthcare corridors.   

The largest industries in the region (aside from government and education*) include:   
 
-Healthcare 
-Energy ς coal, oil, gas, alternative fuels 
-Agriculture & agriculture support industries (including food processing) 
-Forestry 
-Transportation & shipping; 
-Metals manufacturing 

 
* The area is home to Southern Illinois University and four community colleges and also has 

a strong state government presence with several correctional facilities in the region. 

Coal mining, oil and agriculture, while not the leaders in employment that they once were, are 

still important and vital components of the regional economy.  Legislation reducing carbon 

monoxide and mercury has significantly reduced employment, and the large increase in 

availability and low cost of natural gas have had a large and negative impact on coal mining and 

oil production.  Even as of this writing, coal mines have reduced employment by 915 in recent 

months, representing 1% of total area employment.  

Health care facilities are a major private sector employer in the region with slightly more than 

12,000 employees (13% of total private employment).   Southern Illinois Healthcare owns 

hospitals and clinics in Murphysboro, Carbondale, Carterville, Herrin and Harrisburg and is 

among the largest employers in the healthcare field.   

Government, which includes local school districts, is one of the ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ largest employers.  The 

region is home to several state prison facilities, the state office building at Marion and the 
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federal prison at Marion.  Leading private sector employers include:  Aisin Manufacturing, Aisin 

Light Metals, Aisin Electrical, Dyno Nobel, Wallace Electrical, LaFarge and Com-Pac.   
 

  Aisin Complex, Marion 

 

Infrastructure:  Illinois is located at the northern gateway to the Delta.  The region is connected 

via I-57, I-24 and I-64.  The region has numerous docks and port districts along the Ohio and 

Mississippi Rivers and three class I and one short line rail serve the region.  Rail lines are 

operated by CN, BNSF, UP and Evansville Western Railway.   

Passenger air service is available at the Williamson County Airport and other air services are 

also available at the Southern Illinois Airport at Murphysboro; Cairo Airport; Harrisburg-Raleigh 

Airport; Pinckneyville Airport; Benton Airport; and Carmi Airport.   

Williamson County Airport     Evansville Western Railway 

 

Population:  As reported in the 2010 Census, only four of 16 counties ƛƴ LƭƭƛƴƻƛǎΩ DRA footprint 

experienced population growth over the prior decade:  Franklin, Jackson, Massac and 

Williamson.  Based upon 2014 estimates, Williamson is the only county with population growth 
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since 2010.  Overall, the population in IllƛƴƻƛǎΩ 5Ŝƭǘŀ region has fallen by 4.3% since 1980.  As 

noted in the table below, many of these counties have lost population for decades.  Most of 

these counties reached peak populations between 1920 and 1950 during the height of coal 

extraction activities.  Six counties now report populations below 10,000, creating challenges for 

local government to generate sufficient revenue to maintain schools and infrastructure, as well 

as provide other government services for the residents.   

 
TOTAL POPULATION FOR ILLINOIS DELTA COUNTIES, 1970 TO 2014  
Source: DECENNIAL CENSUS COUNTS (1970 TO 2010) AND JULY 1 ESTIMATES (2014) 
 
Note that the region lost population from 2010 through 2014 highlighting the ongoing effects of 
the Great Recession as individuals out-migrated to seek employment elsewhere. (See the 
ά9ƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘέ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΦύ hƴƭȅ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎƻƴ /ƻǳƴǘȅ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ a 
population increase during the period.  Over the longer timeframe from 1970 through 2014, the 
region grew by approximately 20,000 jobs, equal in amount to the jobs generated in Williamson 
County alone. 
 
Unemployment:  The Illinois economy, as in most other states, suffered the effects of the so-

called Great Recession that officially began in December 2007 and officially ended in June 2009.  

During the recession, the Illinois unemployment rate jumped nearly five percentage points to 

млΦн ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘΦ  LƭƭƛƴƻƛǎΩ ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ Ƴŀǎǎ ƭŀȅƻŦŦ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŀǊǇ ŘƻǿƴǘǳǊƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
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national economy.  An extended mass layoff event included at least 50 separated workers and 

lasts more than 30 days.  2   

Economic data show that Illinois lags behind the nation in its recovery from the most recent 

recession.  While the U.S. had recovered all jobs lost in the Great Recession by April of 2014, 

Illinois remains over 18 percent short of regaining its lost jobs as of April 2015. 3  The Illinois 

Delta Region had an increase in unemployment rate and continued to witness an increase in 

extended mass layoff statistics.   

In the Region, only four counties (Hamilton, Jackson, Randolph and White) reported 

unemployment rates lower than the State with an annual average rate of 7.1% in 2014.  The 

following five counties had annual unemployment rates in 2014 above 9.0%:  Alexander, 

Franklin, Johnson, Pulaski and Union.  The majority of these counties have experienced  

long-term unemployment for decades.  

 

Camel Rock, Garden of Gods  

 

 

 

                                                             
2 Illinois Department of Employment Security After the Recession: Employment Status and Earnings Recovery of 
Illinois Workers by Rich Reinhold 
3 Illinois Department of Employment Security Key Historical Data for U.S. and Illinois Reveal Current Economic 
Conditions by Dave Bieneman, Ph.D. 
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Local Area Unemployment Statistics, 2013-2014 

 
Source:  Illinois Department of Employment Security, Local Area Unemployment Statistics  
 

For the most recent two year reporting period from 2013 to 2014, the region and State 

witnessed a 2% decline in unemployment, and all 16 counties reported a decline in the number 

of unemployed totaling slightly over 3,100. (Note that during this period, ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ƭŀōƻǊ 

force shrunk by nearly 2,100.)  Unfortunately, these improvements were not broad-based as 

only six counties reported additions of 100 or more to the ranks of the employed, and only one 

county (Hamilton) reported an increase in total labor force.  Additional information regarding 

ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ ά9ƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘέΦ 

Employment:  The major employment industry sectors for the region are healthcare at 13.3%; 

retail trade at 10.9%; and manufacturing at 12.6%.4  Agriculture and Mining are no longer large 

employers as mentioned previously, but remain a άƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŎƘƻǊέ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ rural 

economy. 

According to Census.Gov, the Delta RegionΩs overall employment dropped by 6% over the last 

fourteen years from 2000 to 2014, with a 4.3% loss during the 2008-2009 period.  Only two 

counties showed significant grown in employment; Williamson County grew by 15% and 

Hamilton grew by 14%. Williamson County also showed growth in population, increasing by 8% 

from 2000 to 2010.  During the same time frame almost all other counties showed population 

losses from -1% to -16% with only four counties having positive growth ranging from 1%-3%. 

                                                             
4 ESRI® Business Analyst 
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Source:  Census.gov  
 
Education Attainment:  Educational attainment, poverty and employment/unemployment 

follow many parallels as witnessed in LƭƭƛƴƻƛǎΩ 16 southernmost counties.  Every county other 

than Jackson and Williamson have more individuals with less than a high school education than 

those throughout the State.  These two counties aside, those with less than a high school 

diploma are nearly 50% greater than in the rest of Illinois.  Similarly, those who have obtained a 

bachelors or advanced degree are approximately half as numerous as the remainder of the 

State.   

Interestingly, these negative attainment levels do not hold for those who have graduated high 

school, who have attended some college or who have obtained an associate degree.  In these 

three categories, individuals are approximately 20% more numerous than those throughout the 

remainder of the State.  This is a positive factor for firms seeking individuals with strong 

technical skills in manufacturing and assembly.  Educational attainment in these three 

categories should be marketed and communicated extensively in business recruitment and 

expansion efforts. 

 

2000 2010 2014 Change in Pop 2000 2005 2007 2010 2014 # Change % Change

Alexander, IL 9,583             8,206             7,492 -22% 2,137            1,650            1,712            1,488            1,271            (867)                -41%

Franklin, IL 39,021           40,023          39,411 1% 10,198          9,149            9,151            8,901            8,211            (1,988)            -19%

Gallatin, IL 6,426             5,578             5,291 -18% 1,483            1,182            1,074            1,019            966                (518)                -35%

Hamilton, IL 8,613             8,449             8,296 -4% 1,751            1,525            1,564            1,601            2,001            251                 14%

Hardin, IL 4,793             4,304             4,129 -14% 1,097            863                794                842                812                (286)                -26%

Jackson, IL 59,607           60,386          59,677 0% 25,319          25,026          24,919          24,199          23,890          (1,430)            -6%

Johnson, IL 12,877           12,610          12,601 -2% 2,445            2,317            2,304            2,069            2,046            (399)                -16%

Massac, IL 15,163           15,400          14,905 -2% 4,691            4,201            4,059            3,714            3,362            (1,329)            -28%

Perry, IL 23,091           22,331          21,672 -6% 6,496            6,231            5,286            4,800            4,851            (1,646)            -25%

Pope, IL 4,397             4,460             4,276 -3% 634                536                557                496                434                (200)                -32%

Pulaski, IL 7,333             6,140             5,815 -21% 1,791            1,799            1,886            1,774            1,334            (457)                -26%

Randolph, IL 33,897           33,456          32,869 -3% 13,214          12,634          12,829          12,127          12,480          (734)                -6%

Saline, IL 26,752           24,937          24,612 -8% 8,295            8,840            9,154            8,858            8,697            403                 5%

Union, IL 18,311           17,760          17,447 -5% 5,550            5,425            5,399            4,937            4,856            (694)                -13%

White, IL 15,381           14,642          14,374 -7% 4,591            4,715            4,702            4,621            4,588            (4)                    0%

Williamson, IL 61,300           66,433          67,008 9% 21,633          24,493          25,029          23,921          24,918          3,285              15%

Total 346,545     345,115     339,875    -2% 111,325    110,584    110,417    105,363    104,715    (6,611)        

Employ. Trend 2000-2014Average EmploymentPopulation  County

Redcells represent the lowest value for each column; Green represent the higest value; yellow and orange represent values between highest and lowest.  
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Source:  U.S Census American Fact Finder  
 

Poverty:   The poverty rate in the region has consistently surpassed that of the State, and 

represents the driving rationale ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀΩǎ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ 5Ŝƭǘŀ wŜƎƛƻƴ.  All of the 

counties in the region ŜȄŎŜŜŘ ǘƘŜ {ǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ LƭƭƛƴƻƛǎΩ ǇƻǾŜǊǘȅ ǊŀǘŜ ƻŦ мп.3%.  High poverty rates 

have been persistent in the region for decades.   Six counties (Alexander, Hardin, Jackson, 

Massac, Pulaski and Saline) have poverty levels exceeding 20%.  Both Alexander and Jackson 

CountiesΩ rates exceed 30%.  The poverty rate for those under age 18 is equal to or exceeds 

30% in seven counties (Alexander, Hardin, Jackson, Massac, Pope, Pulaski and Saline).  

  


